DISGRACE   ABOUNDING
Ashes, ashes, thought I, what the devil are the Ashes, and who
cares about them, anyway? How many Englishmen know where
Asch is? — which is much more important now. The wind and the
dust swirled round the corners and gave me headaches, which I
cured by going to the enormous picture theatres, where every
prospect was vile but the air was pure and dust-free, for it had
been passed through some machine. This is not a joke: to get a
breath of fresh air in our'London, where I was born, you have to
go to the pictures. '
I went to the theatres. I saw that slick and amusing play George
and Margaret., in which George and Margaret are always just about
to appear but never do, and I loved Jane Baxter, her looks, her
figure, her acting, her enunciation* I liked the other players, the
clean finish of their performances, the way they played to each
other. This was a merry evening, an oasis in the desert of London.
But Joyce Barbour had played a scurvy trick on me, I felt, Only
a few months before, as it seemed to me, just about the time that I
began gadding about Europe, I had admired her as she led Mr,
Cochran's young ladies on to the stage, and now here she was
playing the matronly mother, and as I had not altered in the least
between these two occasions I was vaguely perturbed.
The vast changes that a world war and twenty-five years had
brought to the English stage amused me. Not long before that
war, I think, the word 'bloody5 was spoken for the first time on a
London stage, I believe in one of Mr. Shaw's plays. Now the
word 'bloody' occurred at least once, in all plays of this kind, as
inevitably as the butler who brought in the letter. The new thing
was that the leading young lady had to speak at least once about
sleeping with a man, and at this point she either dropped her
eyes to the stage or fixed them glassily on a point in the auditorium
just above the heads of the people in the last row of the pit. The
procedure used apparently depended on the Feingeftihl, on the
nicety of feeling, of the producer. What, I wondered in awe,
would we be hearing on the London stage after another generation?
Lwent to see a play of Noel Coward's and watched the stalls
; comfortably at the quartette that sang The Stately
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